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THE DEFENCES OF THE MERSEY 
 

By Ian Stevenson 
 

 
The river Mersey was one of the most important rivers in the country in 
Victorian times as along its northern side was the port of Liverpool through 
which passed the extensive trade with North America; on the southern side1 
was the port and manufacturing centre of Birkenhead with its shipbuilding 
yards.  In the hinterland behind Liverpool was one of the major industrial 
centres of the country with the important manufacturing towns of Burnley, 
Bolton, Blackburn, Salford and Manchester, the latter linked to the Mersey by 
the Manchester Ship Canal in the later years of the nineteenth century.  The 
dominant trade was cotton followed by coal.  
 
At the time of the Norman conquest Liverpool was a small fishing community; 
its rise in importance started in the reign of King John2 who required a port on 
the west coast in connection with his campaigns in North Wales and Ireland.  
In 1207 the King granted a charter to the town, and some thirty years later a 
castle was built.  In time the castle became a royal one, through the Duchy of 
Lancaster, and it was eventually disposed of in 1718 to Liverpool Corporation 
who demolished it.  The castle was a substantial one; it was square in plan 
with three round towers at its south-western, south-eastern and north-western 
corners; at the north-eastern corner was a square tower that was 
subsequently incorporated into a twin towered gatehouse which formed a 
separate unit to the remainder of the castle3.  
 
Alongside the head of the Wirral peninsular was the main entrance channel 
into the port of Liverpool; after passing the peninsular vessels had to make a 
sharp turn to the east to enter the dock area and it was at this point there was 
a reef known as Black Rock that had to be avoided.  The Liverpool 
Corporation erected a wooden marker at the site in 1683 to warn shipping of 
the hazard; because Black Rock was submerged at high tide the marker was 
frequently washed away.  The marker eventually became known as the Perch 
and the rocky outcrop as Perch Rock.  During the Revolutionary and 
Napoleonic Wars two batteries were built on the adjacent shoreline for a total 
of nine guns4; as was usual at the conclusion of any war the batteries were 
abandoned and the guns withdrawn.  However in 1816 a plan had been 
drawn up for a battery to be built at Perch Rock for seven guns; the design for 
it was triangular in shape, with a semi-circular battery facing seawards and 
the rear closed by two towers with a defensible barrack in between; this 
formed the basis of the design for the fort that was eventually built there.  
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Between 1821 and 1825 there was considerable correspondence between 
Liverpool Corporation and the Board of Ordnance about the erection of a 
lighthouse or a fort at Perch Rock incorporating a lighthouse; the outcome 
was that there should be a fort and a separate lighthouse marking the reef.  
The fort that was built was trapezoid in shape for fifteen guns with the gorge 
closed by two towers linked by a defensible barrack; it was designed by 
Captain Kitson of the Royal Engineers and was built between 1826 and 1829 
at a cost of £26965 6s 8d.  The guns that were mounted were sixteen 32 pdr 
S.B. and two 18 pdr S.B. these latter being placed internally, one in each 
tower.  The nearby lighthouse was built between 1827 and 1830 at an 
approximate cost of £28000.  
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construction built of stone and has all the conveniences suitable to a small 
garriso
the ramparts and a further two: one on the top of each tower; all the guns 
were on cast iron traversing platform carriages twelve of which were front 
pivot, two were rear pivot and those on the top of each tower were centre 
pivot.  There was an 18 pdr S.B. mounted inside each of the towers.  
However, it was noted that:- 
 

traversing platform trucks move; it is desirable therefore to preserve efficiency 
and for economy that iron rails should be let into the stone platforms for the 

 
 
Although the fort was described as having all the conveniences suitable to a 
small garrison it was found th

had been covered in asphalt that had now cracked and was breaking off 
which all contributed to the dampness of the rooms beneath.  The garrison 
consisted of a master gunner and eight invalids.  
 
On the Liverpool side of the river during the Napoleonic War a total of twenty 
guns5 were mounted in a number of batteries that were disarmed and 
abandoned after 1815 except one that remained until 1841; it was called the 
North Battery and was described shortly before its demolition as being:- 
 

in the rear with a loopholed brick wall having a salient angle with a 
barbette Battery for two field pieces.  It is constructed for thirteen 32 pdrs 
on traversing platforms.  Its object is to defend the river Mersey with the 
town docks and shipping from an attack by sea but it is completely 
masked by the extension of the new docks and buildings; it is in a very 
good state of repair.  
 

erected on it in front of this battery it has been judged no longer 
expedient to maintain its armament and works, and negotiations have 
been carried on between the Board of Ordnance and the Liverpool 
authorities for the erection of a new Battery at the extremity of the 
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